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Tragedy of Murder/Suicide Brings Grief As
Families and Communities Seek Answers

By DEBORAH MADISON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

In the past two weeks, Union County
has experienced the tragic deaths of
two elderly couples due to murder-
suicide. Death is not an easy subject for
most people and the unexpected deaths
of elderly adults, due to suicide or a
murder-suicide engenders a confusing
array of emotions that family members
and the community are left to grapple
with.

Families of these victims are left
with not only tremendous grief, but
also feelings of guilt and bewilderment,
wondering what they could have done
to prevent life’s challenges from esca-
lating into such insurmountable despair.

According to statistics from the Na-
tional Institute of Mental Health
(NIMH), older adults have a much
higher rate of suicide and murder/sui-
cide than younger age groups.

In 2000, even though older adults
over the age of 65 made up only 13
percent of the population, they ac-
counted for 18.8 percent of all suicide
deaths. The highest rates for suicide
were for white men age 85 and older,
who are also the fastest growing age
group in the United States, according to
the Center for Disease Control (CDC).

Older adults also have murder/sui-
cide rates twice as high as their younger
counterparts, the CDC reported. Each
year, more than 500 homicide/suicide
(1000) deaths occur in persons over the
age of 55, in the United States, accord-
ing to the CDC.

But statistics of these tragic deaths
do not offer much comfort in explain-
ing why a beloved family member
would take the life of their spouse and
then their own life.

The most common warning signs,
prior to most of these deaths are a
chronic or terminal illness, a pending
move to a nursing home, loss of fi-
nances or health care coverage, isola-

tion, depression and lack of support
from family or friends. In most cases of
suicide or a murder/suicide more than
one of these risk factors was usually
present.

Depression or mental illness is a pre-
cipitating factor in over 90 percent of
the cases. Many medications for blood
pressure and heart disease can also trig-
ger depression in elderly adults who
never had depression before. However,
in some cases of suicide and murder/
suicide, none of the typical warning
signs were apparent, even to close fam-
ily members.

It is estimated that 6 percent of se-
niors or approximately 2 million older
adults have a diagnosable depressive
illness, reported the NIMH. Depres-
sion afflicts approximately 25 percent
of seniors with a chronic illness and an
estimated 50 percent of nursing home
residents, according to Donna Cohen, a
professor with the Department of Ag-
ing and Mental Health at the University
of Florida.

Many times, health care providers
and family members, mistakenly re-
gard depressive symptoms as a normal
part of aging, overlook depression in
elderly adults.

Although the risk factors frequently
occur in combination, suicide is not a
normal response to life’s stressors.
Millions of elderly adults deal with one
or more of the above difficulties, with-
out falling into despair or taking their
own lives.

So how can these tragedies be averted
when no warning signs are present or
when the presence of a few of the warn-
ing signs usually does not mean that
someone is harboring thoughts of end-
ing their life?

Asking key questions of older adults,
especially elderly caregivers of a sick
spouse, can often shed light on hidden
danger signals and the sudden onset of
depression.

Questions pertaining to the daily
care and hygiene of a sick parent, may
be embarrassing, but life saving, in
revealing the overwhelming tasks
faced by the care-giving spouse. Ex-
perts from the NIMH recommend be-
ing blunt and asking older adults if
they are depressed, overwhelmed or
having thoughts of suicide. And rec-
ognizing that older adults grew up
when a stigma was attached to asking
for help or admitting to a mental health
crisis, can enable family members to
recognize hidden problems.

More education for older adults, their
families and their health care providers
is critical to stem this rising trend. Or-
ganizations such as NIMH, AARP, the
CDC and other mental health organiza-
tions publish a large amount of recom-
mendations to assist families in dealing
with the problems and challenges fac-
ing elderly Americans.

There is a tremendous amount of
help available including counseling,
support groups and mental health re-
sources that can be located on the web
through key words such as elderly de-
pression or suicide. The AARP also has
contact information for resources and
services.

And it is also crucial that family
members, especially children, who fre-
quently blame themselves, obtain coun-
seling and support in dealing with the
aftermath of a suicide in the family.
Suicide and murder/suicide in elderly
adults is a preventable tragedy with
awareness and access to information
and education.

(The Westfield Leader and The
Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times staff
wishes to express our deepest sympa-
thy to the family of Tom and Carolyn
Sweeney and the family of Ruth and
Robert Sessler, two elderly couples
from Fanwood and New Providence
that were the most recent victims of
this sad occurrence.).

Parking Fee Should be
Part of Tax Reform

Tax reform, specifically property tax
reform, has become a major issue. The
Westfield Town Council can affect tax
reform without a constitutional conven-
tion. The parking fee—which is a tax on
commuters — was increased by the Town
Council to fund parking decks.

The parking decks were voted down, but
the fee has stayed the same. It should not
take a massive letter writing campaign or
protests at Town Council meetings to rec-
tify this unfair tax burden. The Town Coun-
cil, without a show down, should engage in
tax reform by reducing the excessive fee.

Keith Firestone
Westfield

WF Farmers’ Market
Moving to Saturdays
WESTFIELD — The Westfield Farm-

ers’ Market opens July 2 at the South
Avenue Train Station, offering “Jersey
Fresh” produce from area farmers and
food purveyors on a new day and time —
every Saturday from 9 a.m. until 2 p.m.

The Westfield Area Chamber of Com-
merce organizes the farmers’ market. Face
painting, exotic animal displays, apple
bobbing and pumpkin painting will be a
regular feature of the weekly market.

The farmers’ market will offer sea-
sonal fruits and vegetables. In July, con-
sumers can expect to find blueberries,
raspberries, zucchini, lettuce, beets, car-
rots, and potatoes. As the summer
progresses, additional fruits and veg-
etables will be added to the selection,
including fresh corn and tomatoes, fol-
lowed soon after by fall favorites - apples,
pumpkins, and squash.

Other merchants will carry fresh moz-
zarella, fresh bread and fine baked goods
to round out the selection of available
products.

For further information, please call the
Westfield Chamber at (908) 233-3021.

Westfielder is Frustrated Over Parking
Tickets Received Downtown

I realize you get inundated with com-
ments and concerns on Westfield’s park-
ing situation. Now it’s my turn. I wanted
to let you know that I have once again
been stung by the “parking ticket Nazis.”

After dealing with my previous tickets,
which was a fiasco, I recently got another
parking ticket. I got issued a ticket at 6:42
p.m. on June 6. I realize the meters end at
7 p.m. but I was in the middle of video
recording. Should I have stopped the pro-
duction and told The Choral Art Society
of NJ that I have to check the meter — for
the remaining 18 minutes it had left?

I pay $10 a year for a permit sticker just
to park in front of my own home and pay
every time I turnaround downtown.

I’m absolutely frustrated. Many times,
I volunteer for the town or donate time to
the newspaper and it cost me about $25 a
parking ticket. They’re very efficient, even
with a little slip up.

I also don’t understand how the town has
the legal authority to suspend one’s driving
license over a parking ticket – yet, it is not
able to restore it. A person might not even
know about it and could get into trouble.

There must be many other people work-
ing and shopping in the downtown area
that are also frustrated over this.

Patrick Connor
Westfield

Baltusrol PGA Expects
Record Golf Crowds
SPRINGFIELD – The 87th PGA

Championship, which will be held
August 8 to 14 at the Baltusrol Golf
Club in Springfield, will have hospi-
tality villages that total more than
400,000 square feet. The Nicklaus
Village will be located along the 18th
fairway while the Tillinghast Village
will be located along the 17th fair-
way. The Keller Village, named after
Louis Keller, founder of Baltusrol
Golf Club, will be located between
the 5th and 6th holes.

Record-setting hospitality sales for
the championship have been achieved
as over 60,000 corporate guests are
expected during the week.

 A 26,000 square foot media center
is being constructed. More than
240,000 spectators are expected to
attend the championship.

Benjamin B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
DOG ON A LEASH WEEK…Three local kids won a coloring contest at the
Westfield Post Office, for the Dog on a Leash Week Contest. From left to right:
Postmaster Ken Brown, Michael Ukrainskyj, Bong Soo Kim, Maggie Blatz and
Supervisor Shemaine Jackson.
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